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Abstract
This paper examines the role that social capital plays in organisations in creating
alignment between the business and IT communities. The paper reports on an
interpretative study in financial services looking at the impact that network
associations, social norms, trust, reciprocity-expectation and collective efficacy have
on alignment within four firms.
The study found that firms with high levels of social capital resources in network
relationships, social norms, trust and reciprocity-expectation are better able to create
collective efficacy through partnership. Being part of a single business community
derived from trust, a clear understanding of value and respect for each other’s
contribution. Network associations and process were valuable but if they did not
translate to higher levels of community and partnership, they did not contribute to the
goal of alignment : superior performance.
Keywords: business-IT alignment, social capital, trust.

Introduction
Capturing the essence of strategic alignment has challenged researchers for over
twenty years. Despite a widely-held belief that it essential to create value, it appears
to be difficult to pin down its precise nature and source.
Business and IT organisations may not perceive themselves as part of a common,
unified organisation. Avgerou (2000, p. 262) argued that IT is an institution in its own
right with self-sustaining processes, having a complex code of professional expertise,
regulations and codes, increased professional organisations and this may create a
barrier to alignment. The absence of this commonality has been observed by
Khandelwal, (2001), van den Hoof and de Winter (2011) and Willcoxson and
Chatham (2004) who note that the two communities experience difficulties sharing
objectives, deliverables, generating mutual trust and even communicating with each
other.

Writers have looked at the measurement of alignment of business strategy and IT
strategy and between alignment and performance across a number of sectors, sizes of
firm and geographies. The sources of alignment have been identified in
configuration, process, governance, decision-making and reporting lines (Cragg, et
al., 2002; Croteau and Raymond, 2004; Sabherwal and Chan, 2001, Xue, et al., 2008).
The Gartner Group noted in 2003 that alignment had become the top concern for
Chief Information Officers (CIOs) and it has remained in the top five issues for IT
managers (Luftman and Zadeh, 2011).

Social capital is a multi-stranded concept encompassing the building and renewing of
network connections (Burt, 2000), establishing social norms with shared values
(Coleman, 1988), language and processes, earning and giving trust (Tyler and Kramer,
1996), setting and delivering expectations of mutual obligations (Knez and Camerer,
1994) and creating collective efficacy (Lin, 2001; Shipilov and Danis (2005).

The subject of alignment between business and IT departments is examined through
the lens of social capital and argues that the positive effects of social capital generate
the positive effects sought by alignment.

The paper will report on a study carried out to examine the impact of social capital on
alignment. The fieldwork was carried out using a combined method approach with a
multi-case study in a single sector with four participant firms using in-depth
interviews and supporting questionnaires.

The paper will continue with the following structure:


IT and the Business – the problem of alignment



Social capital theory - a dimensional approach



Methodology



Data collection and analysis
◦ interview data
◦ survey data



Findings
◦ qualitative data
◦ quantitative data



Discussion



Conclusion



Contribution to research



Contribution to practice



Limitations

Business and IT - the problem of alignment
The characteristics of alignment are seen variously as the convergence of experience
and a mutual understanding of each other's territory (Reich and Benbasat, 2000),
shared understanding between senior IT and Business management about the role,
cost and value of IT in the organisation (Chen, et al., 2010; Cumps, et al., 2009;
Preston and Karahanna, 2009), frequency and nature of communication (Johnson and
Lederer, 2005) and shared participation in business planning (Kearns and Sabherwal,
2006).
Organisations demonstrating a high level of alignment achieved superior performance

compared to those with low alignment (Cragg, et al. 2002; Croteau and Raymond,
2004;) and misalignment is seen in poorly performing firms (Bergeron, et al., 2004;
Neirotti and Paolucci, 2007). Writers have sought the key to the achievement of
alignment through process (Kearns, 2005), shared and well-understood business goals
(Tallon, et al., 2000) and configuration and reporting lines (Banker, et al., 2011)
which were all seen to contribute towards alignment which in turn improves
outcomes.

Social capital theory - a dimensional approach
Social identity, social capital and social network theory are overlapping and
interdependent concepts. Social identity is that which gives individuals identity within
a group. Social capital is that which gives the groups meaning: trust, commonality of
purpose and engagement to achieve that purpose. Social networks are the transport
mechanisms that allows social capital to flow across and inside groups.

Social capital is a feature of social structures which “facilitate certain actions of actors
- whether persons or corporate actors - within the structure.“ (Coleman, 1988, S98).
Benefits generated by social capital may be social and economic, tangible or
intangible, of short or long duration (Lin, 2001).

Studies have sought to define social capital dimensionally (Ghosh and Scott, 2009;
Liu and Besser, 2003;) and there appears to be a broad consensus that it can be seen in
terms of five dimensions :
1. networks:

lateral associations varying in size, density and duration

(Burt,2000)
2. social norms: shared values, understanding, behaviour and language
(Coleman, 1988) ;
3. trust: mutual trust and willingness to take initiatives founded on the belief that
others will trust in the integrity of that action (Collier 1998; Leana and Van
Buren III 1999;) ;
4. reciprocity-expectation:

a mutual exchange of benefit and services (Lin,

2001) ;
5. collective efficacy: the participation of group members to create active, social

engagement and commitment for the benefit of the wider group (Collier, 1998;
Snijders, 1999).

The table below summarises the dimensions and their attributes.
Dimension
Networks

Attribute
Lateral association and contacts
Short or long in duration a
More or less dense
Reduced time required to gather information
through brokerage, timing, and referrals
Fuse knowledge from disparate sources
Homophily
Social interaction and opportunity
Regular formal and informal interaction
Boundary spanners
Access to resource and decision-makers
Generate approval and prestige

Social norms

Common rules, processes and codes
Shared values, perspective and language
Norms of co-operation
Sense of community
Overlap in knowledge
Fairness
Sanctions

Trust

Willingness to take risk or initiative
Open engagement of the other party
Sharing of information
Generating and receiving trust
Reliability
Belief in the competence and capability
Co-operation and co-ordination
Loyalty

Dimension
Reciprocity-expectation

Attribute
Benefits and services returned in long or short
term
Mutual understanding of value to the organisation
Shared participation in planning
Mutual obligations
Convergent interests
Volunteering outside confines of team role
Helpfulness

Collective efficacy

Integrated processes
Participation in the group
Partnering for major investment decisions
Shared governance
Commitment to goals
Common understanding of cost and value of IT
Fulfilling obligations and duties
Achievement of group obligation
Access to financial power and decision making

Table 1 – Dimensions of Social Capital in terms of alignment

The figure below shows a tiered approach to these dimensions and proposes that a
well-aligned organisation will incorporate the building blocks of networks, norms and
processes which will create trust, integrity and mutual obligations which, in turn will
lead to superior performance or the collective efficacy of social capital.

Figure 1 – Three tiers of social capital

In-group social capital is known as bonding whereas bridging social capital offers
access to resources which are not available within the immediate in-group and is
based upon weaker ties (Knoke, 1999).

Shipilov and Danis (2005) found that

bridging social capital is needed to seek out and exploit new opportunities where the
environment and outcomes are uncertain. This paper specifically interested in how
bridging social capital is built between two groups.

Shipilov and Danis (2005) examined characteristics of senior managers that lead to
the development of social capital. They claimed that, for individuals, these could be
found in areas such as their level of education, socio-economic standing, career paths,
the status of a manager within their organisation, their age and the orientation of the
group with which they are associated. These factors are extrinsic, that is, they exist
outside a social relationship and tend to push the members of a group together.
Coleman (1990) found that the opportunity to develop social capital is enhanced
where there are high levels of mutual interdependence. Motivation prompts actors to
demonstrate a "willingness and ability … to define collective goals that are then

enacted collectively" (Leana and Van Buren,1999, p.542). Burt (2000) found
homophily to be valuable in the creation of social ties and the relationships thus
created tended to decay less than between dissimilar groups.
Within a social relationship are factors such as the perceived usefulness or
trustworthiness of another actor. These are intrinsic to the social setting and are built
within it. A network of social dependent relations provides the opportunity for social
capital transactions to take place and preventing its erosion Coleman (1990).
Motivation is complex deriving from a desire for certain future reciprocity and
"associability" with the norms that apply to the group (Leana and Van Buren, 1999).

Methodology
IT/ IS research tends to attract quantitative studies due to the nature of the discipline.
Previous studies of alignment have tended to take a quantitative approach (Bergeron,
et al., 2004); Cragg, et al., 2002; Croteau and Raymond, 2004; Neirotti and Paolucci,
2007; Sabherwal and Chan, 2001; Tallon, 2007). Van den Hooff and de Winter (2011)
used a single in-depth case study to look at how knowledge is shared between the
business and IT communities.

The interpretivist paradigm places emphasis on sense-making, understanding and
interpretation of phenomena. Interpretivism argues that realities are multiple and are
based upon mental constructions socially experienced by an individual and group.
This study seeks to explore and explain the phenomenon of business and IT alignment
using the social construction of social capital and is therefore well-suited to an
interpretative approach. Richness and complexity of meaning was considered
particularly important in this study where the researcher was not seeking to quantify
the effect of the impact of social capital, for example, on the bottom line in a firm but
rather the perceptions of each other held by the two groups.
Following Klein and Myers’ (1999) principles for conducting interpretive field studies
in IT and IS research, the following issues were considered:
•

this study views social capital holistically and, therefore, needs to iterate
between understanding its elements and the whole;

•

the study is placed firmly within one part of one sector which has
experienced turbulence environment.;

•

output was a social construction created by interaction between the
researchers

and

participants

in

conversations,

interviews

and

questionnaires.
•

data is interpreted and applied from the individual to the wider
understanding of the impact of social capital on alignment.

•

the researcher needed to be aware that there might be possible
contradictions between the theoretical conceptions guiding the research
design and the actual findings.

•

the researcher needed to be aware that it was possible differences in
interpretations among the responses from the participants.

•

biases and distortions may exist in the participants’ narratives.

Yin (2003) argues for a case study approach based upon an interpretative perspective
which requires close collaboration between the researcher and the participant which
permitting participants to tell their individual stories and describe their individual
perceptions of reality (Miller and Crabtree, 1999).
A case study approach was deemed to be suitable for the following reasons:
•

the researcher is seeking to uncover complex and subtle meaning which would
not be available without an in-depth approach to the subject;

•

the cases all experience the same competitive landscape and regulatory
framework allowing any variations due to those considerations to be
discounted;

•

access to the participants was achievable due to the researcher’s background
and contacts.

While the conceptual framework drives the researcher in the direction of a qualitative
approach, the selection of an approach also needs to take account of the practicalities
of obtaining access and time within busy and cautious organisations. Thus, the study
also makes use of a short questionnaire and can be described as a mixed-method
approach (Mingers, 2001).

In order to gain a perspective on direction and validity of the conceptual framework,
the researcher used informal interviews with four interested parties to create a
member checking process (Morse, et al, 2002). They all shared an appreciation that
business and IT alignment is a genuine organisational issue. They are known as the
“Debriefer Panel” in this study. Silverman (2005), advises caution when elevating
respondents to such a “privileged” position by asking them to verify or validate the
research findings. For this reason, the four subjects of the pre-study are excluded from
the main study.

The choice of a case study approach does not prescribe either the selection of single
or multiple case studies, leaving the selection of the number of cases to the needs and
constraints of the particular study (Yin, 2003). It was decided that cases for this study
will be selected as follows:
•

four cases would be chosen to obtain a more compelling and more robust study
than the choice of a single case;

•

A fifth organisation dropped out since they underwent board level changes
shortly after the first block of interviews and felt that they could no longer
participate. Their interviews were not included in the study;

•

all cases came from the same industry and a sector within that industry, that is,
they asset management firms so were all subject to and experience the same
competitive and regulatory environment;

•

each case, however, encountered a different internal environment, for example
one may be part of a large international firm whereas another may be much
smaller and wholly UK based.

This study is concerned with research issues affecting management in commerce and
industry, and the four cases are briefly described below:

FinCo1 is a separate business entity within a very large financial services institution
which employs over 130,000 people. The parent institution is the result of a number
of mergers and acquisitions. Although it is a small part of the parent, it was the largest
firm examined in this study. Some business specific IT functions were managed
within the entity and some functions were managed at the group level and, of those,
some were outsourced to third party providers. FinCo 1 is required to buy these
services from the parent. A small number of services were directly outsourced by
FinCo 1 to third party providers and these relationships are governed directly by
FinCo 1.

FinCo 2 is a very small and wholly independent asset manager employing fewer than
150 people. Very little technology is managed directly within the firm since they
believe that they are too small to manage it effectively, retain skilled staff and provide
adequate support and future development. IT management avoided outsourcing to
single suppliers so holds many different outsourced relationships. The

IT team

perceives its role as that of brokerage between the firm and its suppliers and between
the suppliers;

FinCo 3 is a business unit within a wholly owned subsidiary of a global firm
employing over 20,000 people with a portfolio of interests within financial services
and other sectors. FinCo 3 is smaller than FinCo1 but significantly larger than either
FinCo 2 or FinCo4. The direct parent of FinCo 3 offers some generic services such as
email and FinCo 3 has chosen to use some of the parent company’s facilities such as
hosting and ERP. For its asset management specific needs, IT is managed
independently with the global business teams being serviced by IT teams in 2
locations. A small number of services are directly outsourced to third party providers.
The IT organisation regards itself as the vital connection between the business and
providers from three perspectives : liaison with the parent, oversight of the outsourced
relationships and managing the internal teams.

FinCo 4 is a small but growing entity within a large financial services institution
employing over 4,000 people. The parent was created through a series of mergers and
acquisitions and FinCo 4 was carved out as a brand new firm and regards itself as a
start-up in many ways. They are required to buy non-function specific IT (such as

email provision) from the parent company. Function specific IT is either bought as a
managed service, outsourced (but under their direct control) or run in-house. The IT
organisation is highly embedded within FinCo 4 and regards itself as a purchaser of
services from all other sources. Despite its size, FinCo 4 is a highly profitable
contributor to the parent firm. Its business model is different to that of the parent and
therefore its needs are different. This leads to difficulty in its relationship with the
parent IT organisation.

Data collection and analysis
Each interviewee was a manager or decision maker within the four participant firms.
Interviews were each planned to take approximately one to two hours and would
discuss the interviewees views on their relationship with the other team.

Each organisation was asked to nominate interview subjects in both the business and
IT teams. Since the interviews were likely to be time constrained, aides memoire were
compiled to guide the conversations as well as ensuring that the main themes explored
in the conceptual framework were all touched upon. Where possible, the researcher
hoped to be able to interview one IT person or group and one business person or
group who are concerned with the same business area.
Thirty-five interviews were carried out in the four participant firms. Questionnaires
were distributed to 192 people (108 business and 84 IT). Responses were received
from 46 business and 48 IT people.
Interview data
The interviews addressed the value of IT to the firm, how helpful and trustworthy
each team regarded the other, to what extent they saw themselves as part of a single
business community and how responsive and capable the other team was considered.
Interview transcripts were analysed for themes which were then built into nodes for
ease of analysis. This permitted the creation of an initial coding framework, which in
turn led to the final coding framework. The final coding framework was mapped to
the conceptual framework thus:

Dimension

Attribute

Code

Network
relationships

Access to decision
makers and
influencers

Access to external service providers
Access to internal service providers
Decision makers are approachable
Knowing the decision makers
Knowing who are the decision makers

Creating the right
formal and informal
contact mix

Face off to a specific person / team
Formal contact
Informal contact
Proximity
Relationship between delivery and business

How alike they are to Heterogeneity
the other team
Shared age and or generation
Shared background
Shared education
Shared outside interests
Knowing people

Building long-standing relationships
Business conversations
Clarity of other team's role
Communications between the groups
Ease of the relationship
Getting on well together
Indirect relationships for advice
Knowing people well
Prior relationships
Technology conversations

Social Norms Fairness and equal
treatment

Equitable treatment
Regard by senior management

Usefulness of process Shared process
Short circuit process
Value of professional process
Shared community

Shared history
Understanding our function
Understanding our language

Dimension

Attribute

Code
Understanding our operating environment

Shared identity

Competing with colleagues
Part of a professional group
Cost saving contribution
Operational contribution
Process belongs in IT
Risk management contribution
Service provider
Strategic contribution of IT

Mutual
obligations

Working together

IT is essential for business success
Kept up-to-date by the other side
Understand cost and value of IT
Understanding their direction
Working together to get the best solutions

Helpfulness

Helpful with explanations
Helpfulness of communication
Looking for improvements
Relationships for support or advice
Seeking best solutions
Volunteering outside their role

Responsiveness to
change

Responsive to changes to manage IT more
effectively
Responsive to long term changes
Responsive to short term changes

Mutual need

Contributes towards understanding complex
issues
Long term expectation of the relationship
Need IT for everyday functions
Need IT for strategic implementation
Need IT for strategy development
Shared problem solving

Trust

Feeling valued

Feeling empowered
Feeling understood
Future plans shared

Dimension

Attribute

Code
Shared perspective
Sharing organisation's goals
Sharing sensitive information
Feeling trusted
Fair and reasonable explanations
Honest explanations
Not avoiding difficult issues
Owning up

Reliability

Development of trust over time
Good decision making
Professional competence
Trust in functional delivery
Trust in timely delivery

Attitude to risk

Benefits promoted
Effective arguing of their case
Good risk taking

Collective
efficacy

Accessing financial
power

Budget allocation is made jointly
Partnering for financial decision making
Scheduling agreed jointly

Making decisions
together

Common process for priority setting
Feeling part of a single business community
Knowing how to work with decision makers
Sharing communications
Working together on initiative planning
Working together to agree priorities

Getting a good
performance for the
firm

Acceptable levels of bureaucracy
Effective project process
Good communications
IT is good value
Quick and effective solution to problems
Reliable IT

Table 2 - Coding framework

Survey data
The questionnaire was constructed using the conceptual framework with the questions
reflecting difference aspects of the framework. The data was then analysed to
examine the relationships in the conceptual framework. The source data was
aggregated by generating the mean for the statements in each attribute and then the
mean of each attribute. The means of dimensions were correlated to create the
relationships in the framework.
The correlations are Spearman’s r which is used since the data is non parametric. All
correlations are significant at the 0.01 level (2 - tailed). The absence of normality in
the data created some problems in comparing the two samples. Since the Student’s t
test could not be used, the Mann-Whitney U test was used. However, the shape of the
data was only the same in 8% of the questions so it was only possible to use mean
rank information.

Findings
Qualitative data
In reviewing the qualitative data, this paper will discuss it through the lens of the
conceptual framework, selecting key points for each dimension.
Network relationships
In all the firms, there was a lot of work put in to engage with each other, whether in
formal meetings, the coffee-machine conversations or the need to create visibility to
get “air-time” with the business. From the business side, there was generally a good
impression of this interaction “On a personal level, soldier-to-soldier level everybody
gets on alright.”
Interviews explored how much people thought that they were like members of the
other team. This was less likely in the larger firms where IT was not so visible.
Having similar qualifications and experience as the business was seen to be helpful
since there was a general understanding that the business was speaking to someone
who they could respect.
Social Norms
In every case, both business and IT described the role to a greater or lesser extent as
that of a “service provider” or managing a brokerage role to outsourced or group level
services. In most cases neither the business nor IT perceived that to be a problem.
This impression of IT as a service provider fed through into how people perceived
board level views of IT:
•

“ IT is a bit of a commodity. You could, and we have done, outsource
quite a lot of it.”

•

“ I don’t think that senior management really has the same regard for
business as IT. The priority is the business and IT is a service to the
business”.

This was true of all companies, irrespective of their operating model but in the larger
organisations, the IT organisation believed that they were “treated as a poor relation

for the most part”.
Both business and IT interviewees believed that their counterparts had a poor level of
understanding of their function with the exception of the the business view of function
specialists. The business was largely not surprised by this: “Perhaps we’re different
animals. Differently evolved”.

Trust
Both parties found that trust was built over time and was engendered by successful
interaction. The IT interviewees from FinCo 2 and FinCo 4 remarked that their
relationship with the business was generally founded on trust:
“the value is totally appreciated and very fulfilling.”

By contrast, the IT interviewees had a weaker belief in the trust of their business
counterparties:
“They don’t understand. It’s not that easy to implement, say, new networks,
new server infrastructure and new operating systems. They don’t understand,
they don’t sympathise with how long it takes.”

A business interviewee commented that trust was a necessity for business success:
“We have every reason to trust each other and to need that trust to be in place.”
Reciprocity expectation
Both teams had a clear perception that IT was essential to the business life of the firm.
This was expressed more keenly by some participants than others with some IT
people believing that the business saw IT “as a necessary evil” and that, if it were
possible, they would manage without it. Chiefly, it was recognised that IT is a core
requirement in any organisation and fundamental to the successful running of any
business, even though they did not understand the costs and complexity involved.
In most cases, both the business and IT regarded IT as a core component of delivering
the business strategy and believed that timely execution could not be achieved without
effective IT. But none of the participants saw IT as key to the definition of business

strategy : “I can’t really see that IT is a source of competitive advantage for us. But
we have to have it, don’t we?”. This was as true for the IT teams as for the business
“When it comes to defining business strategy... Look, even though it makes me look
just like a service provider, and not a thought leader, I still think IT should be an
enabler.”
Collective efficacy
Building relationships did not translate through to a belief that they were part of the
same business community for the two larger firms “ I think that everyone has an
interest and everyone feels that they have a say and has input to the IT world but I
don’t think it works the other way round. I don’t think that I can ask a fund manager
to explain to me what his strategy is for the next five years. It just wouldn’t happen.
They’d probably laugh in my face and say go away. Go away and make the IT work
better.” This lack of common feeling was echoed the business as well : “Not sure we
look at the world the same way. I mean they’re IT and we are the business.” In the
two smaller firms, there was a much stronger feeling of being part of the same
community : “I’m naturally involved in ALL discussions about policy making”.

Projects were seen as an effective way of delivering change and both teams found
bureaucracy a frustration. Partnering with IT is important and the business saw it as
beneficial. “There are no separate agendas. It’s all open and honest and frank. I think
that we’ve got a high level of trust here.”

The findings above indicate some of the areas where the business and IT see
similarities and differences in each other’s perception of their relationship.
Irrespective of the operating model, group services or in-house management ,
generally IT is much more concerned about process and managing risk whereas the
business finds hierarchy and process overly complicated and an impediment to
moving forward. There was a closer relationship demonstrated through shared norms,
trust, a sense of mutual obligations and working together in alignment in the two
smaller firms with both teams finding the structure, governance and size of the larger
firms tending to make it much more difficult to achieve their goals and work together.

Quantitative data
The correlations between attributes in a dimension and between dimensions were
examined to verify the conceptual framework. Both business and IT perceived distinct
linkages between having a well-understood and exercised network with the sharing of
social norms, the existence of trust, reciprocal expectation and collective efficacy.
Shared social norms link to trust and reciprocity expectation. Collective efficacy is
highly correlated with social norms, trust and reciprocity expectation.
Business correlations
Dimension

Network

Network

1

Social
Norms

Trust

ReciprocityExpectation

Collective
Efficacy

Social Norms 0.461

1

Trust

0.640

0.738

1

ReciprocityExpectation

0.574

0.679

0.806

1

Collective
Efficacy

0.496

0.850

0.760

0.722

1

Trust

ReciprocityExpectation

Collective
Efficacy

Table 3 - Business correlations
IT correlations
Dimension

Network

Network

1

Social
Norms

Social Norms 0.447

1

Trust

0.521

0.780

1

ReciprocityExpectation

0.475

0.809

0.867

1

Collective
Efficacy

0.523

0.754

0.843

0.787

1

Table 4 - IT correlations
Figure 2 shows how the correlations mapped onto the conceptual framework for both
business and IT. It should be noted that this simply shows that relationships exist but
does not at this point suggest the direction of causality in those relationships.

Combined Analysis
Tier
3

Collective
efficacy

0.843
0.760

0.754

0.523
0.496

0.850

0.787
0.722

0.867
Tier
2

0.806

Trust

0.521
0.640

0.780
0.738

Reciprocity
expectation

0.475

0.809

0.574

0.679

0.447
Tier
1

Networks

0.461

Figure 2
Results for IT and Business
mapped to the Conceptual Framework
Key : IT correlation coefficient shown
:
0.447
Business correlation coefficient shown
:
0.461
All correlations are significant at the 0.01 level (2 - tailed)

Social
norms

Network relationships
Attribute

IT /
Business

Network
association

IT

1

Business

1

Formal &
informal
communications

Formal & informal
communications

IT

0.409

1

Business

0.582

1

Access to decision IT
makers
Business
Homophily

Network
association

0.630

IT
Business

0.494

Access to decision
makers

0.588

1

0.682

0.572

1

0.058**

0.253**

0.137**

0.246**

0.348*

Table 5 - Network correlations
All correlations are significant at the 0.01 level (2 - tailed) unless otherwise
indicated.
* significant at 5% only.
** no significance
Network associations indicate how well the respondents believe that they know the
other team, know the key influencers in the other team and have regular contact with
those key influencers. Access to decision makers refers to knowing who the decision
makers are for both business as usual and initiatives and having the opportunity to
approach them. Homophily describes how alike respondents see themselves with the
other team through factors such as age, background and education.

While there is much in common, there are some interesting differences in perception.

There was no significant link between the range of formal and informal interaction
with homophily for either community. Similarity of background suggests that this
may open doors to communication for the business but not for IT suggesting a
stronger link between knowing people, knowing who they are and sharing some
common extrinsic factors for the business but not for IT where the critical linkages are
through knowing people and their abilities to access resources.
For IT it appears key that strong network associations link to access to decision
makers and are not deeply enhanced by the existence of formal or informal
communications with the other team nor does being alike. For the business, network
associations have a distinct link with both formal and informal communications and
accessing decision makers comes along with some elements of homophily.

Social norms
Attribute

IT /
Business

Community
of purpose

IT

1

Business

1

Processes

Community
of purpose

IT

IT

Fairness and
sanctions

IT

Fairness and
sanctions

1

0.381

1

-0.088**

-0.042**

1

0.577

0.357*

1

0.524

-0.076**

1

0.500

0.455

1

Business

Business

Common
understanding
of value

0.209**

Business
Common
understandin
g of value

Processes

0.527
0.314*

Table 6 - Social norms correlations
All correlations are significant at the 0.01 level (2 - tailed) unless otherwise
indicated.
* significant at 5% only.

** no significance
A community of purpose is seen in a mutual understanding of what the other team
does through taking an interest in their activities, having an appreciation of their
function and the ability to see their perspective. Processes refer to such things as
planning and managing projects. A common understanding of value is built up from
understanding the activities of the other team as well as the complexities of their
operating environment.

69.6% of the business respondents believed that the IT organisation had a good
understanding of the day-to-day business function. By contrast, only 52.2% of the IT
had the same regard for their business counterparts.

Fairness and sanctions relate to the way that people perceive their interactions within
the firm with regard to standards of behaviour, reward, integrity and discipline. Both
teams were in clear agreement on their treatment with regard to operating rules
(business 80.5% and IT 79.2%), standards (business 80.4% and IT 75.0%) and
sanctions (business 78.3% and IT 77.1%). However, when asked whether senior
management had the same regard for each team, 54.2% of business respondents and
47.8% of IT respondents agreed.

Trust
Belief in the integrity of the other party is made up of a complex set of variables
relating to how one team believes the other team perceives them, for example,
whether they believe that other team trusts them to keep them in the picture regarding
future plans. Reliability is an indicator of the level of trust which the respondent sees
in the delivery of the other party to do what they claim and on time. Willingness to
take risk is associated with respecting each other’s approach to risk taking. Finally,
generating and receiving trust is about perception of honesty and regard for each
other, even when dealing with difficult matters.
Attribute

IT /
Business

Belief in
the other
party’s
value and
integrity

Reliability

Willingness to
take risk or
initiative

Generating and
receiving trust

Attribute

IT /
Business

Belief in the
other party’s
value and
integrity

IT

1

Business

1

Reliability

IT

0.758

1

Business

0.473

1

Willingness
to take risk
or initiative

Belief in
the other
party’s
value and
integrity

Reliability

Willingness to
take risk or
initiative

Generating and
receiving trust

IT

0.749

0.818

1

Business

0.570

0.703

1

IT
Generating
and receiving
Business
trust

0.667

0.787

0.714

1

0.705

0.691

0.725

1

Table 7 - Trust correlations
All correlations are significant at the 0.01 level (2 - tailed).
Difference in perceptions exist for attitudes towards the other party:
•

taking responsibility for failure (IT 50.1%, Business 67.4%);

•

arguing their case effectively (IT 58.4%, Business 45.6%),

•

attitude towards promoting initiatives (IT 81.2%, Business 69.6%);

•

attitude towards risk (IT 64.6%, Business 47.8%).

They held equal views on each other’s ability to deliver on time (less than half in each
case), their views on delivering according to functionality was markedly different.
Only 43.8% of IT respondents believed that the business could be trusted to deliver on
expectations of functionality whereas 69.5% of the business had faith in the the IT
team.

Although they concur that the other team does not shy away from difficult issues and
their readiness to explain to the other party why their expectations have not been met,
they do not share a view on how they interact:
•

offering honest explanations (IT 60.0%, Business 71.8%)

•

not avoiding difficult issues (IT 60.4% , Business 63.0%);

•

explanation of why expectations have not been met (IT 52.2%, Business
54.4%).

There are strong correlations for both parties across the trust dimension. In most
cases, the IT organisation sees a stronger relationships between the attributes than
does the business. However, in the looking at the strength of feeling, the business
tends to hold the IT organisation in much higher regard when considering honesty and
integrity.

Reciprocity expectation
Attribute

Shared
understanding
of value

IT
Shared
understanding
of value
Business

Benefits or
services received
in long or short
term

General
helpfulness

1
1

Benefits or
services
received in
long or short
term

IT

0.644

1

Business

0.542

1

General
helpfulness

IT

0.731

0.538

1

Business

0.621

0.673

1

Convergent
interests

Convergent
interests

IT

0.554

0.662

0.522

1

Business

0.493

0.571

0.571

1

Table 8 - Reciprocity expectation correlations
All correlations are significant at the 0.01 level (2 - tailed).
Responses for the two group are very similar, except that the business sees less of a
connection between having an understanding of what creates value against reciprocal
benefits. However, the business tended to find that the IT organisation was more
helpful than the IT organisation found the business, for example, explaining needs
(Business 82.6% , IT 73.4%).

Collective efficacy
Attribute
Superior
performance

Superior
performance

Group partnering
for major decisions

IT

1

Business

1

Access to financial
power

Group
partnering
for major
decisions

IT
Business

0.688

1

Access to
financial
power

IT

0.491

0.572

1

Business

0.414

0.732

1

0.752

1

Table 9 - Collective efficacy correlations
All correlations are significant at the 0.01 level (2 - tailed).
Again, the correlations for the two group are very similar but the underlying data
indicates a less positive view of the situation by the business, for example, in their
assessment of whether everyone is kept well-informed about activities and changes
(Business 54.3%, IT 75.0%).

Discussion
The interview and the survey data are consistent with each other and there were many
areas of agreement across all aspects of social capital, for example, both teams agreed
that good network relations were strong contributors to trust, a sharing of norms and
partnering for effectiveness. They were in clear agreement that they were treated
equitably with regard to operating rules, standards and sanctions and that regard failed
to translate into an equal regard for IT at organisational level.

In some aspects, the IT team held a more sanguine view of the relationship than did
the business. When thinking how alike they were, the business team tended to believe
that they were less like the IT team than the IT team thought that they were like the
business. In other cases, the business had a more positive view, for example,
trustworthiness, honesty and understanding of the business.

Looking at their attitude towards trust in each other, in each firm the business found
that IT is less enthusiastic to promote initiatives even though they are beneficial, does
not have an overwhelmingly positive attitude towards risk taking and and is not as
good at prosecuting their own case. By contrast, IT finds the business has a healthy
attitude towards risk, enthusiastically embracing beneficial initiatives with persuasive
arguments. From the interviews, the business participants expressed frustration with
the bureaucracy, process and controls in IT.

Some differences appeared to be reflective of the operating model. Where services
were provided at Group level, it was difficult to create a sense of trust and
partnership. FinCo 1 and FinCo 3 were required to buy Group services which the
business found unresponsive, bureaucratic and stultifying. The IT teams within these
firms also found it difficult to broker effective relationships with Group. Despite the
fact that FinCo 2 had very little internal IT, it was seen as a very effective broker and
service provider. FinCo 4 with its mixed model enjoyed very high levels of social
capital internally, even when services were provided by external suppliers. However,
its Group level relationships were as dysfunctional as those experienced by FinCo 1

and FinCo 3. Moreover, FinCo 4 is also smaller and therefore can expect the intimacy
associated with a smaller firm.

Mutual ignorance of each other’s role and operating environment exist even in the
most consensual of environments and is an impediment to engagement. The business
expects the IT organisation to understand the business but tends to have little
appreciation for the complexities IT. Where the business fails to engage, they are
unable to make a valuable contribution to investing in and managing IT. Although
both teams felt that, to some extent, they were part of a single business community, in
practice IT was seen as a service provider and was therefore expected to “lean in”
towards the business.

Effective alignment creates benefits for both communities allowing them to engage in
both operational problem-solving and large scale, long-term strategic initiatives with
mutual trust, accepting shared processes and valuing the skills and norms of the other
teams. This appears to be stronger in firms where the IT team is enmeshed in the
business by sharing goals, experiences and background than where those are obscured
by process, hierarchy and an inability to engage with each other.

Conclusion
This paper argues that collective efficacy is seen when the IT and business
organisations are in alignment, through effective partnering and being part of one
business community. The fieldwork provides evidence that where a low level of social
capital exists, organisations fail to achieve and engage in blame and discord. Where
there is a strong, bridging social capital the two teams respect each other and have a
strong belief in each other’s value. If this alignment does not create value through
collective efficacy, it is simply a way of creating a level of organisational comfort
through trust, networks and shared values and mutual obligations.
The empirical work supports the proposed relationships in the conceptual framework.

Contribution to research
This paper draws together the concepts of business-IT alignment and social capital in
a dimensional framework, proposing the presence of social capital as a critical

underpinning for the creation of alignment and, hence, superior performance. It
provides empirical evidence of the dimensionality of social capital and its impact on
alignment.

Contribution to practice
This paper offers insight and direction to practitioners who are seeking to improve
alignment in their organisations through the use of social capital.

Limitations
This paper draws together quantitative and qualitative data and it could be argued that
this creates a problem of paradigm incommensurability but it was felt that this
additional information was not incongruous and had the potential to add to a much
richer picture to the issue.

The survey data was limited in that responses were only received from 57% of the IT
and 44% of the business. Since this was already a small survey (192), it could be
argued that there were insufficient responses for a valid assessment. However, it was
useful to support the interview data and permitted an interesting comparison with the
interviews.

Interviews can only tell the story of the interviewee and therefore may not be
generalisable in any way. However, these findings may be useful to prompt similar indepth examinations of other sectors and industries.
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